








Student Organizations: The Sides Students Do Not Always See


	 "Get involved" has been and will continue to be a crutch for registered student organizations to attain new recruits, pledges, and members to their respective organizations throughout one’s college career. Pressures to become involved on campus start even before attendance here at the University through e-mails, flyers, and the University’s homepage. This idea is further stressed at Quad Day, which plays many important roles in recruiting these specific students. At this time, students are exposed to the tremendous amounts of opportunities to get involved on campus. Hundreds of organizations gather on the Quad in an impressive collective display of student life, but is this the only time which impressionable freshmen see or hear from these organizations? This widely promoted idea has an effect on students at the University of Illinois all year. Such a generalization can have a dramatic effect on how and what students choose to get themselves involved in. Through showing the benefits of each organization, and not simply pressuring the students to "get involved", the students are given the ability to seriously consider how any certain group would affect their collegiate experience in many aspects, such as socially, academically, or emotionally. It is clear to not only those involved in an organization, but those who are independent from them, that students who are involved oftentimes enjoy their involvement. The University of Illinois does an excellent job at promoting their entire registered student organization community, but they must draw students in by clearly explaining the benefits of becoming active on campus. This must be clarified for students so that they have a better understanding as to what a student organization is and how it will benefit them during and after college, only further establishing the exigence of this matter for current and prospective students of the University of Illinois. 

Methods
	Through various forms of research, the benefits of student involvement was clear. Initially, research was conducted towards the comparison between members of student organizations and non-members, particularly members of the ROTC. An observation study of the University’s Army ROTC showed strong time commitments to an organization on top of physical requirements and class work. The ROTC is a very strict organization that requires demanding commitments from its members. Because of this, the effects on its members are easily visible. The members are put into settings of their future careers in which dedication, leadership, and loyalty are valued characteristics. Some important findings were stated in Josefina Jayme Card’s article “ Differences in Demographic and Sociopyschological Profile of ROTC vs. Non-ROTC Students.” This case study found that, “They [ROTC members] also attach more importance to their careers than their classmates do and are more likely to have taken steps towards exploring and establishing themselves in a career path [than Non-ROTC members]” (Card, 119-215). Although this study was specifically revolved around ROTC membership, one can draw comparisons from the effects of the ROTC group to other student organizations because of similar ideals among groups.
	As more case studies were found, the prevalence of the benefits from participating in student organizations were clear both to the University and the students involved. As stated in “Personal Factors Impacting College Student Success: Constructing College Learning Effectiveness Inventory (CLEI),” “Finding a niche in which the individual has a sense of compatibility with the social milieu of a campus has a direct impact upon developing a sense of adjustment, belonging and engagement. An increased level of personal engagement with on-campus activity, including developing social support networks, improves student success” (Benton qtd Cruce and etal). To compare findings from the ROTC observation to another organization, an observation was conducted of the Companion Animals Club. This observation included members being lectured by a representative of the local animal shelter. The representative spoke of issues pertaining to the members’ interests and careers, as they sat listening. Although the commitment is not as strict as other clubs, the members were gaining insight to issues related to their careers and they were socially networking with the representative that could help to open up future opportunities. Also, they were able to interact with other members of their community that share a common interest to develop other meaningful social connections. 	
	It is apparent that universities invest much of their time in supporting student organizations. As mentioned before, the University of Illinois holds an annual event known Quad Day. Quad Day is an event in which the registered student organizations set up tables on the main quad and try to recruit as many members as possible. It attracts students of all kinds to encourage student involvement, showing the University’s support of student organizations. Yet, this support has changed over time. The University of Illinois is over one hundred years old and they have documented many of its changes throughout the years in the University Archives. Organizations have increased in quantity over the years, offering a wider variety of interest related groups. Using the University Archives, a comparison can be drawn using the old data and comparing it to the present. There were many photographs depicting the main quad on Quad Day back in 1970.
				
In this photograph, one can see a few students on the main quad sitting and watching a man demonstrate his club on a unicycle. Now, let’s fast forwarding to this past year’s Quad Day. 

Photographs showed streets packed with students moving about going to different organizations and their demonstrations. The attention and advertisements has only grown with time, thus showing the support of the University to its clubs and how the clubs have evolved over time to match its students’ needs. 
Further research included the use of surveys and interviews. The first study was an online survey. It allowed to have quantitative data for easy comparison and was readily available to a multitude of students from different age groups and majors. Paper surveys were created to receive more in depth responses while still allowing an easy comparison to be drawn. Both of these studies were randomly given distributed to students to eliminate any sort of biases. The questionnaire for both included how much time they spent with clubs, the effects on the students, skills gained, major and expectations for the club. In addition, two interviews were held. These were conducted to gather qualitative data and to find the differences and similarities between the expectations of a club from the leader of an organization’s perspective and those of its members. The President of the Companion Animal Club was interviewed with a series of questions that included the social, academic, emotional, and career aspects of being part of a club. The second interview was with a member of a pre-health fraternity. The second set of questions were geared more towards the effects of the club on its members from a member’s viewpoint.

Findings
Differences between the photos of Quad Day 1970 and of a more recent Quad Day show the shift of importance towards student organizations. The University now spends more time organizing this event in order to promote its organizations than it did in the past. It’s growing range of organizations also shows the University’s efforts to accommodate more students and their interests. It is apparent that this shift of importance affected students by the amount of student participation of the event. Photographs of the more recent Quad Day have significantly more students involved, as opposed to some students watching one performance in 1970. This change in representation of student organizations over time can be interpreted as a larger stress to become involved on campus and that becoming involved does have a valued importance on a student’s experience. 
The surveys that were conducted were a source of some interesting results. A significant percent, about 50%, of the students that took the survey said that they spent at most an hour a week in dedication to student organizations. A much smaller 25% said they spent 4-6 hours on average, whereas students spending 2-3 hours and greater than 6 hours a week on RSOs were equally distributed at 12.5% each. It could be explained that as students climb up the hierarchy in a student organizations, students spend more time on their organizations per week. This would explain why the number of students decreases as the number of hours per week increases. It could be said that involvement of students is proportional to their position in the organization. On asking students about experiencing problems with time management, a stunning 100% said that they did not find any problems with managing time whatsoever. Also, note that 85% of the students that took the survey participated in more than one student organization, and about 65% of the students were part of three organizations or more. Therefore, time management does not seem to be much of an issue with student involvement. In the surveys, students wrote down what they expected out of the organizations they joined. 

The most common reasons as shown above, at 33% each, were: to get involved, for experience, and to meet other people with similar interests. Another question asked was ‘What have you learned from being in a student organization?’ This question can be related to the question on the students’ expectation of achievement.
			 
As seen in the chart above, 11% of students said they learned how to work better in groups. 22% of people learned how to manage their time better, and another 22% said they met new people. 44% of students said that being part of an student organization benefited them in terms of their majors, or their careers. These percentages are similar to the percentage of people that hoped for similar things. In a way, it could be said that a majority of students managed to achieve what they were hoping to get out of being part of student organizations. 
Two interviews were also held; one with a student that was a part of a student organization and another with an official of one. The official we interviewed was Jessica Doe, the president of the Companion Animals Club. On asking her about the skills the organization offered, she told us that a significant part of the organization was communication as a social factor. She also expressed her views on time management, saying that she wanted to increase the amount of time students spent participating, as current time commitments did not seem to be enough. This could lead one to consider time management from a different perspective. The students that were surveyed said that they did not have any problem with time management. However, there seems to be a gap in student views and the views of officials that run student organizations. Could it be that students find student organizations less time consuming because they aren’t spending as much time they could be, to reap the full benefits of these organizations? Is there some common ground that hasn’t been reached yet, in terms of how much time student organizations take up in our week? This leads to an interesting question: Could, or should, the time student organizations require of its students be increased? Students are content with timings, as related to their organizations, but it is uncertain if increasing the time required to be spent will necessarily affect students or not. If none of the students have problems with time management, then increasing the amount of time that student organization require might not change anything. However, there is also a possibility that this could significantly increase the percentage of students that start having time management problems after joining an organization. From the interview, it was also found out that a lot of members joined the Companion Animals Club because of its direct relation to the majors that are following the Pre-Vet career path. This benefits students in terms of major and career, and is popular among the students that are pursuing a career in veterinary medicine. From this, one can see the positive effects that student organizations provide students with;  a chance to meet people that share similar goals, and building an invaluable resume. 
The second interview was with a student, so it would be possible to compare the two main perspectives that people had of a student organization. First interviewed was Jane Smith, a freshman in General Studies, and a part of Alpha Epsilon Delta which is a pre-health fraternity here on campus. Jane Smith shared opinions with Jessica Doe about student organizations, stating that her organization “allows for students to establish friendships with people who are all studying to be in the same profession” (J. Smith, Personal Communication, April 8, 2012). Jane was able to volunteer in hospitals and nursing homes because of her membership to Alpha Epsilon Delta. She found absolutely no downfalls to being part of her fraternity, and said that it helped her meet new people with common goals and befriend them. This is similar to the views of Jessica Doe in that it helps students socialize. However, it should be noted that Jane had no objections to the time organizations took up in her life. This is where a difference in opinions arises. The officials consider the lack of time organizations take up in a student’s life as an issue, whereas the students do not consider this an issue. We can’t say that students would support the officials, but we can’t say if they would go against it either. Some students could argue that their hectic schedules don’t allow them any more time for any organizations, whereas others may dispute this argument by saying that if a student organization is beneficial, there’s no harm in having more of it.Therefore, from the surveys and interviews conducted, it can be seen that despite any differences in the perception of student organizations, they are generally considered to have positive effects on the lives of students. The only issue that could be considered is the amount of time that student organizations are given.

Conclusion
	The initial question that sparked this series of research has greatly evolved since its beginning. It began as a question as to how student organizations were beneficial to students, if at all. At one point, it was questioned if student organizations could be considered detrimental to a student’s college career. However, this question was quickly eliminated through first observations and journal articles that clearly stated the benefits of student organizations from student experience. Questions then moved to what are the benefits of being involved to eventually establish that student organizations are beneficial to its members. It was questioned if certain student organizations are more beneficial than others, which perhaps may be true due to how much activity is required and how much participation is put into the group. Yet, it was found that student organizations are in some way or another beneficial to its members, no matter the organization. As discussed in our research findings, there were several ideas that applied to all student organizations, despite their differences in topics. Student organizations in general are sources of social, educational, leadership, service, and fun opportunities that offer skills in these areas as well as time management.
Even with differences among student organizations in mind, 100% of surveyed students agreed that these organizations help students adjust to college. This finding brings forth another important aspect of student organizations that isn’t always mentioned. Organizations offer students a time and place to meet their fellow students and thereafter form friendships with them. Friendships based on a mutual interest or goal can only encourage the likelihood of such a friendship, as shown by the interviews with Jane and Jessica. This concept is a major issue for the transition into college as a freshman, and even in continuing years. College is a time full of new experiences that often calls for new adjustments, two things that student organizations can help with. Perhaps if students knew what organizations could do for them socially, transitions from high school to college would be smoother. 
	However, peer responses brought forward an interesting question that we had not considered before. One student questioned, “What about students that aren’t good in social situations? Will there be bad effects on them for not participating in clubs?” To answer this, the social aspects of student organizations are reminded. Many become involved in order to meet new people, which could aid in a person’s awkward social situation. Yet, this idea cannot be applied to each and every person because of specific individual differences, but overall student involvement stresses its positive social aspect. The other part of this question asks if not becoming involved on campus is in any way harming to student. Though becoming involved is seen as beneficial, it cannot be fairly stated in the complete opposite. A student will most likely miss out on the useful things that come along with student involvement, like the opportunities to meet more people, further a pre-existing interest, or form connections related to a current or future career. Similarly, a few other students questioned if getting involved had any negative effects. Like mentioned before, this was the initial question of this research project. From various research, it was concluded that there aren’t any negative side effects that come with student involvement. If there are any negative effects to being in a student organization, no one from the surveys or interviews admitted so. It is safe to say that student organizations are indeed beneficial to its members. With this being said, another student question that asked if we felt the University was guilty of false advertising with its student organizations can be answered. The University does not falsely advertise its organizations, but it could advertise them in a more efficient way which would include the benefits and realizations of becoming a member of each organizations or organizations as a whole. Rather than only encouraging involvement, the University should encourage this involvement because of what it does for students during their college career and even what they take away from these experiences for after college and into the career path. 
	From these student questions, lingering questions that students have about getting involved on campus are brought forward. Students are not sure what student organizations do for them or why they should become a part of one. They even wondered what would happen to them if they never became involved. These questions were only those of a small RHET 105 class, but what about the rest of campus? That leads to many other students who are unaware of why student involvement is important to one’s college experience and afterward due to the lack of information presented about student organizations.
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